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JANUARY 22, 2037AD. Yanjiang Er (Base Five Two), Mars

“Two minutes,” Shan said, his warning going out to his squad of men. 

Looking through his helmet’s visor, he saw awkward nods from the closest of his suited brothers as the voices of others came back over the open channel to answer in his ears. 

They all stood ready, whether under the cover of the red rock overhang with him or under the Martian camouflage tenting just down the gully on the opposite side. The tenting covered the big lander vehicle the crew had come down on a week ago, and also the factory lander which had arrived a year ago packed full of robots and equipment.

Around them spread the ochre rock and gravel of their new home, a Martian gully at the edge of a huge crater so wide that the far rim looked like a distant range of mountains. The basin down there opened as a wide plain so featureless and flat that it was like some kind of still orange sea. 

The landscape was stark, shaped by a dry and cold climate no human could really comprehend, and all of it shrouded in a thin and lethal atmosphere.

Above, the salmon-pink sky matched perfectly with its bland emptiness.

Well, Shan thought, empty for another two minutes.

It was all so different to home, China and her New Provinces.

He grinned. Perhaps it wasn’t so different. The polluted air that wreathed Beijing and many of the inland industrial cities was also deadly.

But none of that mattered now. Not for him or his squad brothers. Now, they were on Mars and would never see Earth again.

Today, and for all their days to come, his life would be here with his comrades helping to build a new world.

A Chinese world.

Shan could see his comms officer and friend further down the gully under the lander tenting. Wei had a hand on the vessel’s sturdy landing gear to steady himself, which made him look like he was either out of breath or having trouble balancing. 

Wei had been caught in an accident during their landing a week ago. He’d been concussed by a heavy hand tool that had not been properly stowed.

Shan opened a private comms channel to his friend. “How are you doing?”

Their squad of ten was part of a network of self-sufficient missions across the surface, which did not have the authority or means to seek aid from Mars Command One. Accidents and fatalities were a certainty, but a mission’s squad was expected to continue with their tasks and make do with their medical training and allotted equipment.

Wei answered, “I’m okay. I’m just looking forward to getting back to work once the orbiter has passed.”

“Good. Don’t overdo it. And if you have vertigo, you need to report it. We need you good for the days to come; it won’t matter if you miss today.”

“Yes, my friend. Thank you.”

An alert sounded in Shan’s helmet, so he repeated it for his squad. “Ninety seconds.” He made a mental note to keep an eye on Wei, but then let his gaze drift back over to the wide basin of the crater.

He still couldn’t believe they were finally here!

Mars!

What a time to be alive, at the dawn of a great new age of discovery!

Unknown to billions back on Earth—outside certain government circles in Beijing and the higher echelons of the People’s Liberation Army—Mars was now Chinese territory. Back on humanity’s home world, there were rumors, of course, born of a handful of blurry orbiter images which showed the dust rays of landing jets or unexpected vehicle tracks, in spite of the countless precautions taken to hide their presence. 

Precautions like they were currently taking.

The Communist Party’s cyber assets also worked hard to remove or discredit any such discoveries. That work, completed by hacker teams in Shanghai, was aided by the garbled information-overloaded world the internet age had delivered. 

Yet such gossip was not unique to American conspiracy theorists. 

No, not at all...

From the beginning, there had been stories of a similar ilk told during Shan and Wei’s grueling training. That had been at Ordos, one of China’s much talked about ghost cities built during the construction boom that followed the Global Financial Crisis in 2008. Those cities supposedly all stood empty and mired in debt, funded by uncontrolled government stimulus spending as the Party tried to keep the economy growing in the aftermath of the global bust, but the truth was very different.

Some of those cities had been filled not just with the workers who’d built them, but also the clandestine Chinese Mars program’s training and launch assets. A network of secured sites lay spread across China, hiding within their own construction the creation of launch vehicles, cargo ships, and the habitat modules needed for the ambitious program being rolled out.

And this was no program of half a dozen missions over five or so years, but a schedule of multiple programs with no end date.

Inside Ordos, the talk was not of the rising power of China on Earth, which was all too apparent in the New Provinces and puppet states like the Chinese Philippines, Green Ukraine, and the Vladivostok Special Administrative Zone, but instead of the nation’s growing presence on Mars. 

China was now an established superpower on Earth, but would also soon dominate other worlds.

Of course, in such a grand endeavor there were dangers and many unknowns. The training facilities had always hosted whispers of strange happenings on the red planet reported by the first crews. Some of the tales were odd enough to be at home on any whacko American blog, while some held enough of a pinch of truth to be given credence.

The most persistent rumors were of unknown craft in the Martian sky, or other missions as secret as their own by rival states, and even of a Chinese base gone native, as the Americans would say. Renegades, they were called. The squad’s favorite was of a mission that mirrored their own, but was made up solely of women instead of the male-only program Shan and Wei were part of.

The alarm sounded again, drawing Shan’s focus. He put aside his thoughts and repeated the warning to the squad, “One minute.”

Down the gully from him, one of the camouflaged tent skirts shifted in the weak breeze. That canopy hid their factory pod. The automated unmanned landing had been on target, but the deployment of the canopy had disturbed loose rocks at the top of the gully, causing a rock fall. The slide of material had crashed down into the side of the pod, piercing the hull and damaging some of the stores and backup production units. 

The units worked raw materials like Martian regolith by various processes to release oxygen and hydrogen, among other elements. The process, plan, and philosophy behind their mission was largely built upon the ideas of the Mars Direct plan hatched decades ago by an American scientist. Largely, it boiled down to Mars missions living off the land, distilling what they needed from Mars instead of bringing it all with them. 

Water, breathable air, hydrogen fuel—it was all there, hidden in the Martian surface awaiting extraction. And the system worked.

The squad had what they needed to survive in spite of the damaged units. The machines still intact had processed enough material over the past year after their landing to keep the newly arrived crew alive. The real concern was not that the damaged units endangered the squad now, but that it compromised some of their backup systems. They had been left with no redundancy, not unless they could repair them.

So, in spite of their hectic work schedule, Shan had allocated two of their number to get the units up and running if they could. They would need the combined outputs of all the machines to complete their mission goal of creating a stable biosphere in a sealed lava tube for ten times their number.

The first stage had already been established, completed by robots and drones for the crew. Once testing was finished on that, Shan and his squad would begin an ambitious program of expansion, sealing and pressurizing new sections of the lava tube.

The crew couldn’t wait. They’d trained for this for a decade. They weren’t here on a flag-planting mission. No, not at all. They were here instead to build a new world. 

Shan looked over his squad again, checking they were all under cover. 

They were in two groups, one with him under the overhang, the other with Wei down the gully under the tenting. His men were in place and had completed their checklist for this. All of it seemed easy and mundane, but he could see how it would become an irritating distraction from their work.

But maintaining the secrecy of their presence was important, at least until Beijing Command was ready to go public.

The last American orbiter might be half blinded by government hackers, but no chances could be taken.

A little further up the gully was the entry to the lava tube and the new biosphere. The airlock there was also camouflaged. 

Even though the orbiter wouldn’t likely be visible, Shan’s gaze automatically went from his men to Mars’s ruddy sky. The horizon stretched pale orange, some high clouds light, wispy and golden to the south, but there was little else to see.

Wei came on over the comms. “Stealths are ready. Sheets and mats in place.”

Shan asked, “What about the dusters?”

“Banks one and two have run. The third is not yet connected.”

“Still working on the cables?” 

“Yes.”

Shan was pleased they’d been able to manage as much as they had under tough conditions. The damage to the factory ship and its cargo bay had included a crushed container of cabling and other stocks. Such losses were expected, so they had some spares, but that hadn’t made their first week any easier. 

The alarm sounded again. Shan repeated the warning for all. “Forty-five seconds.”

On the private channel, Wei’s voice came back through. “This is too much of an interruption. This would be easier if they just took the last orbiter out.”

“The Americans would get suspicious. They’ve already lost most of their platforms.”

“Yes, the accidents. Regardless, they will discover our presence soon enough.”

Shan said, “Perhaps they already have.”

“Nothing is public,” Wei noted.

“No, but there is too much to hide. Sooner or later, taking out their orbiters, hacking their video feeds, and using dusters and camo tenting will not be enough. Someone at NASA will notice something.”

“Yes, I suppose. Someone will leave a storage crate out or a set of clear rover tracks.”

“Or a camera will catch the glint of a solar panel as it reflects the sun. Something will give us away, if it hasn’t already.”

“So, our efforts in hiding will be a waste.”

Shan argued, “No, they give us time to advance our plans.”

“What will Beijing do when challenged?”

Shan shrugged. “It will depend on how advanced our program is.”

“What do you mean?”

“Once our presence is discovered and made public back on Earth, the American president will order NASA to send a flag-waving mission to make their own claim. By then, we will not just be years ahead in planning and cargo missions, but we will have also changed the reality of Mars.”

“Yes?”

Shan continued, “On the ground, Mars will already be red. Chinese red. Already, Mars Command One oversees hundreds of us scattered across thirty other mission sites. In a few more years that number will be in the thousands.”

Wei chuckled. “And in a year we won’t be alone!”

“No, my friend. In a year, Beijing will send our women and we will get our reward. Not long after, we will see the first Martians born in our lava tube habitats—our children.”

The alarm sounded again, so Shan broadcast a warning to his squad. “Thirty seconds. Radio silence for sixty seconds.”

They all waited. Those who could see the horizon searched for any sign of the passing unmanned orbiter.

And, surprisingly, there it was.

A faint twinkle in the sky, rushing from the southwest.

The Americans.

Shan noted the comms indicator showed as off on the projected display upon the inside of his visor. 

The comms blackout wasn’t just something they were ordered to observe, but made mandatory by those higher up the chain. When comms were supposed to be kept silent, the whole system was killed remotely, but Shan wasn’t sure whether it was automated or from Mars Command One. There was a possibility it even came, time delayed, all the way from Beijing Command.

For that matter, he was certain Beijing had access to all their controls, not just their comms. If Party bosses wanted them to be kept silent, whether for an orbiter’s passage, a day, or permanently, he was certain they had an array of methods to achieve that.

But it was unnecessary.

Not just unnecessary, but dangerous. What if there was an accident? Most of the American orbiters weren’t even equipped to pick up local comms—and none of them were fully operational.

The blackout was just an added level of precautions that interrupted their already tough work schedule. Still, he took solace in knowing that soon, when the lava tube habitat was ready, they would have no need to hide, as they would be safely ensconced.

The fast-moving light of the American orbiter sped overhead and then was gone, lost to sight by the blocking rock of the gully side.

They all stood and waited for the comms light to go green.

Mars was quiet, the air mostly still, the world around them bleak but majestic.

Shan turned from where he had watched the orbiter disappear behind the rocky slope to glance back out over the crater’s basin.

Something flared in the distance, an object in the sky.

He wondered, Another orbiter?

But then, leaving a blazing trail, the object came crashing down with a blinding flash beyond the opposite crater rim.
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HOUXING MINGLING YI (Mars Command One), Mars

Commander Tung left his private quarters, heading through a biometrically secured door. From there, he passed along a corridor, through another secured door, and then finally entered his office and the wider warren of Mars Command One. 

He was due in the Command Room in a few minutes, but first wanted to log on and check through his messages. Around him, the base walls were finished white and mostly smooth, aside from a layered look that marked so much of humanity’s construction on Mars. The horizontal lines were a product of the 3D printing technique the first robotic missions had used, and stood out in contrast to the smooth surfaces the prefab modules, such as airlocks, sent from distant Earth bore. 

He sat down, his jump suit comfortable but creaseless, the latter hinting at its military design. They all knew things needed to be done right on Mars, with discipline and precision, or people died, but Beijing Command had relaxed the rules. They had had to. Even though the Chinese Mars Program was largely a military mission, much of the day-to-day operations had a relaxed feel to them. This was not a place of crisp dress uniforms, drills, weapons, and medals. Instead, Mars Command One had become a mundane labor of repetition for his crew, one Beijing had decreed should be made as tolerable as possible with minimal stresses. 

After all, there was stress enough on a planet that could so easily kill you. And there was no suitable relief to be found locally. 

There could be no shore leave. 

In the early years, Beijing had learned the hard way not to push their crews. A series of incidents had proven that rigid discipline meant people would still find a release, eventually, but all too often would be pushed to more extreme measures after the prolonged buildup of fatigue, stress, and tension. The methods Mars Command One had detected had all proven dangerous to either the individuals themselves, their comrades, the mission arc, or the body politic. 

People had died in proving the point. 

Mars Command One had lost thirty-seven Chinese lives so far due to mission-related stresses. Some bodies had been recovered from the surface, others found on base and recycled through habitat gardens, while more had either been irrecoverable or had just gone missing. 

Standing orders now were to emphasize professionalism, but ease up on discipline. 

Commander Tung’s screen showed a series of emails and flagged bulletins that held priority. There were also some messages direct from Beijing Command, a pile of reports, and a selection of news video feeds touching on issues and events happening back on Earth.

Tung let out a sigh. Everything looked far too much as it should. He never would have thought leading Mars Command One on the red planet could have so quickly become boring.

His gaze drifted from the screen to the nearby window, one of the few on the base. Outside, Mars spread ochre, tan, and orange, a plain of rocks and a nearby dune field, with shadowed mountains far off on the horizon. The sky spread salmon pink and strangely beautiful. 

He loved it when occasional clouds would drift by, high and thin. Sometimes, at sunrise and sunset, they caught the light and turned golden. The sight reminded him of his previous life back on Earth in Inner Mongolia. The glowing clouds there at sunset helped highlight the blue of the sky. Here, of course, the clouds might sometimes look similar, but they would usually be set against a more alien backdrop. 

After all, this was Mars. Familiar, but so different.

The red planet was many things, but it certainly wasn’t Earth. Still, for him now, Mars was home and would be until he died.

Tung still remembered the day he had been collected from an orphanage at the age of six by a stern-looking man in uniform. He had been taken to an isolated camp in the Gobi Desert, by some ancient ruins. Tung hadn’t known it then, but that had been the beginning of not just his military training, but also his induction into Beijing’s Mars Program.

For a few years there, he had been trained and educated, but not just in military discipline and drills. There were also stories told, historical tales of adventure, daring, and great dynasties.

He didn’t realize at the time, not while a boy, but with hindsight, he could see those stories had been lessons in how to avoid leaving a legacy of ruin, like the ancient fortress they had camped beside.

Once China had been great, and now it would be again.

In time, he was sent to a military school where he was not just educated, but drilled for fitness and assessed at every turn. Eventually, he graduated and was accepted into final training and mission preparation at Ordos. That was when he lost touch with the world outside and was told he had been accepted into the secret Mars Program.

And when he realized the military had been preparing him for the red planet since the day they had sent an officer to collect the brightest from his orphanage.

He’d excelled and eventually gotten his launch date. The crossing had been good and uneventful. His posting was to oversee the missions under Mars Command One, replacing a recent fatality. Even back then, there had been over a hundred missions planned or underway.

China did not want to just establish a presence on Mars, but was preparing for the colonization of the red planet. And that, the real work of the program, was now about to begin. 

Tung knew this would be his life’s work. 

Yet every day, outside his office window, Mars seemed so quiet and mundane.

Things happened, of course. There had been the impact ten years ago, a meteor coming down to land between two outer bases a few years before he had arrived. The facilities had been damaged. People had died and gone missing. Over the years since, there had also been accidents on bases and with crew landers and cargo ships. And, of course, somewhere along the way, the Renegades had arisen as an issue.

Renegades on Mars.

Several base crews, not just inexplicably, but almost impossibly, had abandoned their habitats, it was said. Of course, currently life unsupported without deliveries from Earth was near impossible. Systems could be improvised and equipment stolen, but it would only be a matter of time before a breached habitat or critical life support failure would end any supposed settlers who had abandoned their base posts.

Occasional thefts still occurred, and there were signs of a persisting presence out there in the red planet’s bleak wastes. But renegades weren’t a threat. In fact, personally, Tung thought there could only be a few left. Aside from having to maintain their own life support, air and heat, and food and water, there were too many other dangers like radiation and the problem of Red Lung to make unsupported survival anything but a short-term proposition.

Red Lung had killed the man who had previously held Tung’s post. The disease was caused by Mars’s fine dust being inhaled in large enough quantities to eventually compromise the respiratory system. The dust got everywhere, even inside the habitats. 

Still, dangers aside, overall, things were routine and life was good. Tung knew he might be a little bored, but he also realized he should enjoy the quiet while it lasted. He had already been told that it would not be long before the Chinese government officially announced not just their claim on Mars, but revealed they already had many citizens scattered across dozens of assets.

When all that was in the open back on Earth, not only would the world be stunned, but Beijing would have already given the green light to begin regular civilian colonist transports. Thousands would be sent to Command One as well as the first ring of five bases.

His comms on his screen went off.

PING!

It was Yong, no doubt waiting for him next door in the Command Room.

“I’ll be there in a minute.”

“Sir, we’ve got a meteor coming in near the Yanjiang second base ring. It’s only just been detected.”

He cursed and said, “I’m on my way.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


YANJIANG ER (BASE FIVE Two), Mars

Shan put a hand out for balance against the rock wall as the ground bucked. He swayed on his feet, but the movement passed. Around him, others were doing the same. A few lost their balance and sprawled into the middle of the gully, sending up sprays of fine red dust and gravel.

The comms light in his helmet came back on. He cried out, “Get into the open and away from the gully sides!” 

Wei stepped out from the camo tenting down the gully and turned to look across the wide crater’s basin, past the opposite rim, to where the meteor had come down. 

There was a dark smudge rising on the horizon, like a billowing storm cloud.

Shan got clear of the overhang, making sure those who had been with him did likewise. He then stumbled down the gully towards his friend, to get a better look at what had happened. As he did, he broadcast, “Check on your squad brothers.”

Dust rose from across the gully, gravel, dirt, and fines disturbed by the shock. Smaller rocks tumbled down from above, but largely the landscape seemed as old, tired, and immovable as it had upon their arrival.

Wei cut in on a private channel. “A system alert is prompting me to report to Mars Command One.”

“Do it.”

“How much detail do I go into?”

Shan reached Wei and said, “That hit on the head during the landing still has you
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